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explanation of a problem of comparative politics
that has often excited much wondering notice: why
it is that alone among modern representative
assemblies the American House of Representatives
tends to decline in prestige and authority. The
original expectation was that the House of Repre-
sentatives would take a dominant position like
that of the House of Commons, but its degradation
began so soon that Fisher Ames noted it as early as
1797. Writing to Hamilton he observed:
"The heads of departments are chief clerks.
Instead of being the ministry, the organs of the
executive power, and imparting a kind of momen-
tum to the operation of the laws, they are pre-
cluded even from communicating with the House
by reports. . . . Committees already are the
Ministers and while the House indulges a jeal-
ousy of encroachment in its functions, which
are properly deliberative, it does not perceive
that these are impaired and nullified by the mon-
opoly as well as the perversion of information
by these committees."
Justice Story, who entered Congress in 1808 as a
Jeffersonian Republican, noted the process of de-
gradation, and in his Commentaries he pointed out
the cause: "The Executive is compelled to resort to